This essay analyzes the aesthetics of capitalist economics at the threshold of the transition from fordist to postfordist modes of production. The essay organizes this analysis around a close reading of Alfred Hitchcock's 1959 film North by Northwest. At stake is the relation between aesthetic productions which engage the economic base and thematize this engagement. In making this claim, the notion of capital's "axiomatic"--a concept by which Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari designate the relative autonomy of the economic base--is employed to examine the way that, from as early as the 1950s, U. S. capitalism's prodigious industries of entertainment and popular culture began to change to ungrounded, flexible, representational economies. An instance of this shift is the emerging pre-eminence of advertising, which the essay finds signaled in the "value" attributed to Cary Grant's Roger O. Thornhill in the farcical spy plot. This value is referred to as "advertising agency," and signals the collapse of such discrete spheres as the economy and state, as well as of production and consumption. Because of its historical position and its content, North by Northwest is a remarkable text for investigating the transformation of twentieth-century economic modes to a dereferentialized form which we continue to inhabit. 
In North by Northwest, Cary Grant's advertising agent protagonist Roger O. Thornhill finds himself in a landscape of both statist and mercenary capitalist speculation--a landscape that at once aestheticizes Fordist production and foregrounds its receding centrality. Where Deleuze and Guattari have been accused at various times--most famously by Gayatri Spivak (272-6)--of reinstalling a fetishization of capitalism through their language of desiring production and decoded flows, more recent and nuanced evaluations of their work reveal that although for the pair, "capitalism is indeed the limit of all societies," its transformation of all entities--living or not--does not touch the schizophrenic logic of those at the margins of either production or, to use Althusser's terms, the reproduction of productive relations. That is to say, capitalism relies on codes of social convention (family, organized religion, political nationalism, or market doctrines be they Keynesian, Friedmannian or otherwise), even as capital itself circulates through an imperceptible "axiomatic" of calculations of the flow of futures, interest rates, currency speculation, and the exportation of debt. Capital "axiomatizes with one hand what it decodes with the other" (Deleuze and Guattari 267) . Capital operates in spite of sociocultural codes, even as capitalists rely upon the manipulation of these codes in order that capitalism be reproduced within and across units of social and political organization--nations, classes, territories. It is precisely at this level that one can identify capitalism's reliance on language, "the language of a banker, a general, an industrialist, a middle or high-level manager, or a government minister" (267) . In this way, Deleuze and Guattari deploy a theory of the relative autonomy of capital, while retaining a means of critiquing the agency of its capitalist and even statist manipulators. Paul Patton usefully emphasizes that "the functioning of the capitalist axiomatic implies agents of decision, administration and inscription, in other words a bureaucracy and a technocracy which function as an apparatus of regulation" (98). As Deleuze and Guattari note, the function of language for capitalist social actors is to operate as "perfectly schizophrenic language [s] , but that function[] only statistically within the flattening axiomatic of connections that puts [each] in the service of the capitalist order" (267). Implicit in these assertions is the notion that cultural production in mass media exploits even as it reflects this very system of overcoding.
This semiotic degree zero--the overcoded manipulation of value by marketing signs--is emphasized by the film's opening line, in which Thornhill staves off a client's criticism with the sloganizing quip: "if you believe that a high Trendex automatically determines a rise in sales . . . I, incidentally, do not." This opening is accompanied by a barrage of slogans whose acme is the reference to the jargon of marketing (sales figures correlated to the Trendex television ratings system). 2 The language of marketing, a superstructural device, is
shown to be capable of injecting effects into the economic base, as Thornhill spins his way out of the bind in which he has apparently left his unseen client: falling sales. It is not hard to detect here the language of a "middle or high level manager," attempting desperately to manipulate and control the flows of desire and expenditure which are out of his control (Deleuze and Guattari 267) . Through the film's chase, the schizophrenic language of advertising agencies brings this "middle or high level manager" to the attention of an American Cold War spy agency that would exploit and transform his expertise to intervene in the political export of commodified "secrets."
In this light, Mad Men's Don Draper seems like today's nostalgic rendition of a radicalized schizophrenic capitalist as he emerged from the twilight of the Fordist period: the advertising executive. Here I want to posit that North by Northwest's Roger O. Thornhill is the instantiation of an archetypal capitalist manipulator of codes. The film can be read as the narrative of the oedipalization of the conventions which Thornhill deploys--their taming by the state's paternal power . That is to say, the film's narrative depiction of the cooptation of Thornhill's skills as an advertiser can be read as an allegory for the state's battle to control the increasingly fluid and mobile technologies of capitalism. In some ways, the film's narrative resolution of locating the advertising agent as an agent of the state is an imaginary answer to the kinds of exacerbated questions we see every night on CNN: why couldn't "our" politicians control the over- (Lacanianism, Deconstruction, etc.) as it does the relation between capitalist production and cinematic production. The key referent here is the old question of art for art's sake, where, Hitchcock asserted, he "put first and foremost cinematic style before content" (292). As such, a reading of North by Northwest is burdened not only to locate the film's meaning, but its position within late capitalist aesthetics of style. The morbid lacuna of content at the center of production exemplified in the Detroit scene is doubled by the emptiness of the film's MacGuffin--a microfilm--and the meaning vested by Hitchcock in film at all, beyond its mere entertainment value. This confluence between form and content is not incidental, I argue, but points to more serious transformations in capitalist society as well as to the film-commodity's participation in them.
A number of materialist critics have attempted to unpack Hitchcock's relation to the quasi-dialectical oscillation between Fordism and postFordism. 6 Richard H. Millington situates North by Northwest's idea of "America" at the telos of an individualism supposed to originate with Alexis de Tocqueville. The multiplicity of the genealogy asserted by Millington cannot be accounted for by shuttling back to Tocqueville only. Amidst this multiplicity of "imported analysts" of "American character"--Millington's term--Kuleshov is the most relevant to
Hitchcock's cinematic aestheticization of "America" and its shift from Fordism to post-Fordism (135). 7 In Kuleshov one already finds the aesthetics of Russian formalism deanchored from economic reference to the Soviet statist mode.
Kuleshov places "America" and its relation to the technicity of modernist functionalism at the heart of effective cinematic communication (Millington 135 Nonetheless, much criticism on the film has either elided this context in favor of meditation on reflexivity or treated the Cold War historical context as a pre-given ground to be reflected, as though the formal machinations of cinema were without their own ends. A brief examination of the treatment of the film's MacGuffin reveals this double bind pointedly. 9 Hitchcock consistently introduced the MacGuffin as more a cryptic play between presence and absence than a transparent approach to film hermeneutics. He defined the term anecdotally as a device for trapping mountain lions in the Scottish highlands. Since, as he gleefully notes, there are no lions in the Scottish highlands, then "that's no MacGuffin," where "that" is any motif of apparent narrative or hermeneutic import (Truffaut 138 ). Yet the MacGuffin is always already functional, driving the narrative of the given film. The apparent use value of such a device, offset with the clear absence of a referent to its use, situates the MacGuffin in precisely the terrain I think is pertinent to the film's concern with the transformation of use and exchange in the mid-twentieth century American economic sphere.
The MacGuffin's effects are primarily functional--whether their use value allows them to catch nonexistent lions or to drive a film's narrative--but if there is inevitably "no MacGuffin," then the useless procedure of narrative film is automatically called into question.
Employing an excessive preponderance of tactics, critics have attempted to describe, situate, and fix the paradoxical status of the Millington and Truffaut recognize that North by Northwest is deeply concerned with America, but such a concern cannot be disassociated
In the final climactic movement to a greater height (so that Thornhill will sneak into the house and observe Vandamm and Leonard from above [see Fig. 7 below] ), the visual index of the high angle shot comes to trope "inflation" and "ungrounded" economics and unchecked consumption. The overcoding of a "high trendex" connects the language and expertise of the schizo-capitalist manager with the cinematography of height. 14 This is nowhere more clearly emphasized than when, after rescuing Eve, Thornhill's gaze is sutured to that of the domed stately heads of Mt. Rushmore (see Fig. 8 Thornhill's climb to rescue Eve--with the surveilling gaze it affords him over Vandamm and Leonard--repeats shot constructions that have built up to it (see Fig. 9 below), notably at the auction scene when Thornhill, Vandamm, and Leonard gaze down on Eve (see Fig. 10 below). With this high perspective, commodification becomes a function of the male gaze (Mulvey 58-69). The last shot from above is that of the policeman who, on the order of the Professor, closes down the rogue spy scheme with "real bullets," as if the state order gains the strategic overview of cinematographic perspective, communicating an ideal governmental regulation of effervescent market flows. The film's America, then, is more a form of state strategy than a set of ideas. The montage of attractions that connects the citation of film-as-reality (microfilm) to the aesthetic commodification of (pre-)America opens a possible analysis of film form and its contexts that would be obscured if one were to reduce these scenes to the self-reflexivity of the medium.
exporting "government secrets," but, when doing so, adds a cryptic "perhaps." Neither a mimetic reference to Cold War "government secrets," nor a reflexive reference to--as Cavell put it--"the present film" (263), this indeterminate "perhaps" is more than a coy disruption of the spy genre. It signals instead a web of contextual conveyances, especially since the film for which the MacGuffin is a synecdoche has citational content, referring namely to the occulted past and fading functionalist logics of American industry. The film's title is as much a slogan as the first few lines uttered by Thornhill. A memo to Hitchcock from the studio notes that while "we are all aware that technically there is no such point on the compass, our feeling is that the amount of publicity containing this title with yourself and Cary Grant, has built up a tremendous value for the title" (Krohn 205 (193) .
Citing the MacGuffin central to my discussion, Cohen insists that such technical significatory modes as "semaphoric networks, mnemonic techniques, phonetic and graphematic figures . . . devolve at times to micrological marks, like the 'microfilm' hidden in the pre-Columbian 'figure'" ( Cryptonymies 2:7). As I have already suggested, this marked citation of American prehistory is not merely figural, as Cohen's inverted commas want to insist. The statuette also subtly cites the 1950s economic context where production is in the process of being supplanted by consumer-oriented markets. Cohen's intense deconstruction of the Hitchcockian citational desoeuvrement reveals a disfiguration of politics that operates through an assault on memory by media itself. But such political disfiguration continues to rely on the commodification of the figural cipher in question. The ciphers of secret agency, like the commodity pre-Columbian statue with its conspicuously consumptive belly full of microfilm, not only cite and disfigure political content. Beyond this, they sell media as an arsenal of images to be consumed. What I call "advertising agency" supplements Cohen's "secret agency" since Cohen's analytic trope risks deemphasizing the commodity status of such empty politicized ciphers. The signs that secret agency remarks and dismembers, advertising agency reconverts for consumption, rendering them tools for the reproduction of the relations of image-making within the mass-media industry. Secret agency enters North by Northwest's frame as an absent presence--a misrecognition like that of the spies' confusion of Thornhill for the nonexistent Kaplan. This misrecognition reprograms secret agency for the purposes of consumer landscape, where secret agents like the Professor appropriate the semiotic skill of advertising agents like Thornhill. Confusing Thornhill for the invisible (but nonetheless effective) decoy spy Kaplan can be read as referring to the confusion of codes for overcoding, slogans for reality, and the appearance of prosperity for its some more substantive prosperity.
In North by Northwest, modern modes of transport convey the wily spin-doctoring ad agent across America. The efficacy of the agency wielded by advertising--sloganeering, for instance--is co-opted throughout the film by the "Professor." The United States is revealed to be and the pre-Columbian statuette with its consumptive "belly full of microfilm." In this way, "elegance" obscures the "I-N-T" of international. The Professor's elegance agency pitches a strategy like a talent agent attempting to option a film whose formal mode straddles secret agency and advertising agency. The intelligence agency qua elegance agency reveals the transforming postmodern logic of political surveillance, with its remediation of the practices of the private sector's "decoy business."
Cold war state binaries cannot be decoupled from the financial overcoding that circulates through the cold war thriller as a plethora of techniques, slogans, and the high shot itself--a form of spin doctoring evinced in the visual pun of a spinning wheel in the foreground of a vertiginous shot from atop a cliff (see Fig. 5 above) . "War is hell," Thornhill is told by the Professor, who has never "pitched" his name--another pun on marketing terminology. As business practice is implicitly politicized, the stakes of the conflict come to rest on the capacity of each group of spies to better utilize the signs of the political for monetary advantage (in the case of "Vandamm and Company), or tighter state security (in the case of the "elegance agency").
As such, advertising agency threatens to destabilize the conflict, while offering mechanisms for governmental control. One might also consider Roger Thornhill's self-marketed performance, "overplaying his various roles" in order to disrupt an art auction, which then leads him to enter the clutches of the state's policing function. As he is captured by the bumbling Chicago police, the advertising agent remains ever a spin doctor, insisting to his captors: "I'm valuable property! Imagine the headlines, 'Chicago Police Capture United Nations Killer'" (emphasis added). The auction scene underscores Thornhill's capacity to subvert the standards of value so as to further inflate and untether their already floating value.
In response to Thornhill's inflationary interventions, the auctioneer anxiously requests that "the gentleman" tacitly accept the rules of the auction's polite bourgeois convention and "get into the spirit of things," as if such conventions were already spectral, haunting an economic order with values it cannot control and prices it can no longer fix. The auctioneer's pleas for the "spirit" of convention are to no avail.
Thornhill's spin doctoring undercuts the auction's standards of value, misrecognizing prices, as he cries out that "twelve dollars" is "more than it's worth," and excessively inflates the price of an item to "three thousand" (when the bid is only twelve hundred). There is, at this point, no longer a fixed gold standard to curb the inflationary subversions of such interventions. 18 The auction scene foregrounds the floating instability of value and reference that accompanies Fordism's recession--allegorized by the cinematography of height.
The battle over the political economy of representation in the film also enlists and reorients gendered subject positions. The intervention of advertising agency offers a further clue to the pre-Columbian commodity sign. The auction scene connects the commodified exchangeability of woman (Eve Kendall) to the prehistory of Americanism marked in the Pre-Columbian statuette. In a montage of attractions, Kendall is identified as a "little piece of sculpture," just as the sale of the statuette is announced. Through this fleeting montage association between gender identity and the specter of America's imperial prehistory, the scene exhibits advertising agency's capacity to trivialize identity (gendered or otherwise) and history (American or otherwise), rendering it as one or other specter left over from the war machine of overcoded commodification. Only specters of value, history, and identity remain in this landscape of spindoctoring. Thornhill's apparently genuine desire for Eve juts up against the play of convention and subterfuge that can merely insist on "the spirit of things." The question becomes: what does the spirit of commodity exchange do to the semblances of identity and history that production's place as the principle underlying American industry would be as effective as, "a child playing on the track of the Twentieth Century Limited" (qtd. in Meikle 70).
However, as Meikle has argued, the purportedly functionalist design principle of "streamlining," used on transportation devices such as the Twentieth Century, were gradually adapted to the consumer economy of the nineteen-fifties (179-187). The exteriorizing designs of such vehicles as the Twentieth Century Ltd. would eventually reproduce themselves in household consumer items like alarm clocks, fridges, and ovens, particularly after the functional value of streamlining came under question (181). Such a streamlined consumer item--a refrigerator --appears on the back of the truck that Thornhill steals in order to drive back to Chicago following the crop-duster attack. Here the film cites the consumerization of "industrial design" quite directly. The advertising executive flees the scene of interrupted industry and barren crops to return to the big city in a stolen automobile bearing consumer goods. This tiny occluded journey is almost a synecdoche for the film's total disruption of 1950s Fordist optimism.
Eve's manipulation of the front of "industrial designer" highlights the importance of the train's relation to American industry. At the same time, it subtly implies the empty commodity form of "industrial design" with its functionalist pretext; the dining car scene deploys food and sex, as the thinly veiled undercurrents of this pretext. The train seen in the film was refurbished in 1938 with a Henry Dreyfus-designed grey steel streamliner casing housing a steam locomotive. It is as if its exterior shell was to be consumed -like its domestic commercial progeny--primarily as style, with littlegrounding in referential functionality. Meikle notes that the leading industrial designers contemplated using streamlining as an organizational concept...one critic even identified streamlining as the new national style.
[He] observed, 'that numerous curved forms are taking their place in the commercial designs of utilitarian products.'
The "new national style" increasingly became merely a consumable sign, not unlike other national signs, or the designer persona that the spy Eve adopts to ensnare Thornhill. Consumer engineer Egmont Arens argued for the use of streamlining as a "slogan." Arens spun the idea that domestic consumer goods--like the fridge on Thornhill's stolen truck--"should be 'Streamlined for Selling'-eye resistance eliminated . . . making it always easy for folks to sign the order pad" (qtd. in Meikle 165).
In 1958's Vertigo, the film immediately preceding North by Northwest, Barbara Bel Geddes--daughter of leading designer Norman--delivers a wry joke about the commodification of the design industry. Norman Bel Geddes was criticized in 1934 for betraying his functionalism to "a blind concern for fashion." 25 Vertigo develops the virtual critique of this association. Barbara Bel Geddes's Midge Wood keeps a brassiere in her studio, designed "on the principle of the cantilever bridge." Like the transport technologies of American industry, the feminine form is metatextually recommodified in Americanist cinema under the sign of productive innovation.
26
If Eve's performance of the value of industrial design has, in a sense, "improperly inflated" the value of this sign, then perhaps her being "dropped from a great height over water," is supposed to facilitate the "neatness" of not only the importer/exporter spy's "business," as he puts it, but also the dangerously untethered values of American industry per se. Such a figural stock-market crash in the symbolic exchange of woman parallels the collapse of the purchase of the American design industry at which she masquerades. Each of the premodern logics spectrally deployed by the film is brought into montage association at the auction and reveals the commodification proper to
